Report urges independent age assessments to protect lone child asylum seekers from Home Office errors
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A recent report has called for a fundamental overhaul of the Home Office’s handling of lone child asylum seekers, urging that decisions about these vulnerable children be removed from Home Office officials altogether. The critique centres on systemic failures in the way children who have fled persecution and made perilous journeys to the UK are treated — including frequent misclassification as adults, which places them at significant risk.
Research conducted by the Helen Bamber Foundation during the first half of 2024 found striking evidence of flawed practices: 53% of young people initially assessed as adults by the Home Office were later confirmed to be children through social worker evaluations. This figure represents at least 262 children in England and Scotland alone who were wrongly placed in adult accommodation or detained alongside adults. These misclassifications often result in children being housed in inappropriate settings where they face exploitation, abuse, and trauma.
The findings resonate with previous research highlighting that over an 18-month period, at least 1,300 children were wrongly identified as adults, resulting in placements in adult accommodations or detention centres that expose them to physical and psychological harm. Experts stress that the Home Office should only dispute age claims where there is substantial reason to doubt the young person's stated age and after all other alternatives have been exhausted.
This flawed approach is further exacerbated by prolonged delays in decision-making. Children and young people often spend years awaiting confirmation of their status, compounding their distress. The report advocates for swift, independent decision-making by professionals specifically trained in child welfare, as well as assigning independent legal guardians from the outset of their arrival in the UK.
Beyond assessment errors, the system’s broader handling of these children remains deeply problematic. Research from University College London and ECPAT UK revealed that placing lone children in Home Office-run hotels between 2021 and early 2024 substantially increased their risk of trafficking and exploitation. Alarmingly, 440 children disappeared from these hotels, with 144 still unaccounted for as of late 2023. Children described their stays as jail-like, despite the Home Office's commitments to use such facilities only for emergencies.
The mental health impact of the current age assessment process is another serious concern. Studies show young asylum seekers experience the process as intimidating and hostile, often leading to serious mental health challenges. The system’s adversarial nature and repeated questioning—sometimes with multiple interviews in a single day—exacerbate the trauma these vulnerable children have already endured.
Children’s commissioner Dame Rachel de Souza emphasised that all children, irrespective of origins or arrival circumstances, have the right to safety, care, and opportunities to thrive. She noted that many children seeking asylum arrive traumatised and at risk of exploitation, yet face further distress through confusing systems and prolonged uncertainty.
Similarly, experts and advocacy groups have highlighted the chronic backlogs and delays within the asylum system, which impair timely and fair treatment. A senior policy analyst at the Refugee Council underscored the need for dignity and humanity in treating young asylum seekers, criticising the prevailing “culture of disbelief” around age assessments that deprives children of vital support.
The report was commissioned by London Councils and the Association of London Directors of Children’s Services, focusing on London, which houses about a third of England's unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. The Home Office has been approached for comment.
In sum, this mounting evidence demands urgent reform: age assessments must be conducted independently and sensitively, children must be safeguarded from adult environments, and the overall system must prioritise the welfare, dignity, and legal rights of lone child asylum seekers to protect them from harm and exploitation.
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